
Chapter 1
WHAT IS A PARAGRAPH?
An Overview

A paragraph is a basic unit of organization in writing in which a group of
related sentences develops one main idea. A paragraph can be as short as one sen-
tence or as long as t€n sentences. The number ofsentences is unimportant; hou'ever,
the paragraph should be long enough to develop the main idea cleariy.

The following model contains all of the elements of a good paragraph. Read it
carefully two or three times and try to analyze its structure.

Model 1: Puagraph structure

Gold

Gold, a precious metal, is prized for two important characteristics. First of all, gold
has a lustrous beauty that is resistant to corrosion*. Therefore, it is suitabie for jewelry,
coins, and ornamental purposes. Gold never needs to be polished and will remain
beautiful forever. For example, a Macedonian* cgin remains as untarnished* today as
the day it was minted twenty-three centuries agq. Another important characteristic of
gold is its usefulness to industry and science. For many years, it has been used in
hundreds of industrial applications- The most recent use ofgold is in astronauts'
suits. Astronauts wear gold-plaied heat shieids for protection outside the spaceship- ln
conclusion, gpld is treasured not only for its beauty, but also for its utility.

THE THREE PARTS OF A PARAGRAPH
A paragraph has three major structural parts: a topic senfenee. supporting

sentences, and a concluding sentence.
The topic sentence states the main idea of the paragraph. It not only names

the topic of the paragraph, but it also limits the topic to one or two areas that can
be discussed completely in the space of a single paragraph. The specific area is
called the controlling idea. Notice how the topic sentence of the model stat€s both
the topic and the controlling idea:

(Topic) (Controllinlt ldeal
Gold, a precious metal, is prized for two important characteristics.

corrosion: chemical damage Macedonian: from an ancient Mediterranean culture
untarnished: unchanged in color

Topic
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Supporting sentences develop the topic sentence. That is, they explain the
topic sentence by giving reasons, examples, facts. statistics, and quotations. Some of
the supporting sentences that explain the topic sentence about gold are:

Ftrst of aLl, gold hos a Lustrous beauty that u resislant to corrosion.
For erample, a Moredonian coin remains as untarnishedtoday as the day it
wcas minted tuenty-three centuries ago.
Another important characteristic of goLd is its utiLity in indwtry and science.
Tle most recent appLication ol goLd is in astronauts' suits.

The concluding sentence signals the end of the paragraph and leaves the
reader with important points to remember:

In concLusion, goLd is treasured not only Jbr tts beauty, but also for its utility.

TWO ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS
In addition to the three structural parts of a paragraph, a good paragraph also

has the elements of unity and coherence.

Unity means that you discuss only one main idea in a paragraph. The main idea
is stated in the topic sentenee, and then each and every supporting sentencedevelops
that idea. If, for example, you announce in your topic sentence that you are going
to discuss two important characteristics of gold, discuss only those. Do not discuss
anything else such as the price of gold, the history of gold, or gold mining.

Coherence means that your paragraph is easy to read and understand because
(l) your supporting sentences are in some kind of logical order, and (2) your ideas
are connected by the use of appropriate transition signals. For example, in the
paragraph about gold, there are two main supporting ideas: gold is beautiful, and
gold is useful. Each of these supporting ideas is discussed, one after the other, and
an example is given for each one. This is one kind of logical order. Furthermore,
the relationship between the ideas is clearly shown by using appropriate transition
words and phrases such as "first of all," "the second important characteristic," "for
example," and "in conclusion."

In summary, a well-written paragraph contains five elements: a topic sentence,
supporting sentences, a concluding sentence, unity, and coherence. In the first
section of this book, you will study and practice each of these elements.

THE ASSIGNMENT FORMAT
Below are instruetions and a model of one possible format for the assignments

you will prepare for this class. Your instructor may ask you to use this format' or
s/he may have other requirements.
l. Use only 8yr" x lL' lined, 3-hole notebook paper.
2. Write a title in the center of the top line.
3. Write the practice number, page number and practice name in the upper

left-hand corner.
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4. Write your name, the course number and date in the upper right-hand corner'

5. Leave one-inch margins on both sides of the page.

6. indent the first line of every paragraph.*

7. Write on every other line'

8. Number your pages.

9. Write in ink.

Model 2: Asignment format,-\
Practice number

Page number
Practice name

Indent aboutone inch
from the margin

Write on every
other line

one-inch margin+

Your name,
the course numb.
and dat€

Notice that the first line in the paragraph is indented-moved to the right'
while the practice of indenting is changing, particularly in business letter wriring,
it is still the accepted practice in academic writing.

HOW TO WRITE A TITLE
S ingle paragraphs do not usually have titles' Giving your practice paragraphs

titles. h6wever, may help you to organize and limityour thoughts. For longier essays

or reports, though, the use of titles (as you will see in this book) will become more
necessary.

A titie tells the reader what the topic of the paragraph is. It is usually a word or
phrase, not a sentence. It should be brief, but not so brief that it doesn't t€ll the
reader what to expect.

'INDENT the first line of every paragraph. When typing, indent the fimt
line 5 spaces. When writing by hand, indent the first line about one inch from
the margin.
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What Is a PuagraPh?

l. The first, last, and all important words in a title are capitalized. Prepositions
and articles are not important words. Prepositions of more than five letters,
however, may be capitalized. Articles that begin the title, of course, are capi'
talized.

2. The title is not underlined.
3. The title is not enclosed in quotation marks' nor is it ended with a period'

My Greatest CuLture Shnck
How to Choose a Good Used Car
I nflation Aflects E u e ry bo dY
Backpacking in the Mountains
Writing Ac adentic E ng Lish
Rid.ing the Subway in Neu York

The Topic Sentenee

Every good paragraph has a topic sentence, which clearly states the topic and the
controiling idea o1 tli" paragraph, It is a complete sentence. It is usually (but not
always) the first sentence in the paragraph.

A topic sentence is the most important sentence in a paragraph' It briefly
indicates what the paragraph is going to discuss. For this reason, the topic
sentence is a helpful guide to both the writer and the reader. The writer can see

what information to include (and what information to exclude). The reader can see

what the paragraph is going to be about and is therefore better prepared to
understand it.

There are three important points to remember about the topic sentence:

A topie sentence s z complete sentencei that is, it contains a subject, a verb, and
(usually) a comPlement.

The following are nol complete sentences.

Driuiw on Jreewaas'
The importance of gold.
How to register for college cLasses.

A topic s€nt€nce contains both a topie ond' o antrolling ideo' It names the topic
and^thenlimitsthetopictoaspeeificareatobediscuredinthespaceofa
single paragraPh.

The following examples show how a topic sentence states both the topic and the
controlling idea in a complete sentence.

Driuing on freewaEs requires skiLl and alettness.
GoLd,, i precious metaL,-is pnzed' Jor tuo important chnracteristics'
nrg;t iing Ir, "oLlege 

clasies can be a frustrating etperieru:e lor new studmts'

Topic
Sentence

Topic
Sentence

Topic
Sentence

(Conclusion)

Famous School "Failures"
Albert Einstein, one of the world's geniuses, failed his university entrance examinations

on his first attempt. William Faulkner, one of America's not€d writers, never finished
college because he could not pass his English cour*s. Sir Winston Churchill, who is
considered one of the masters of the English language, had to have special tutoring in

Topic English during elementary school. These few examples show that failure in school does
Sentence not always predict failure in lifg'

What Is a Puagraph?

A topic sentence gives only the main idea; therefore, it is the mmt general stat€-
ment in the paragraph. It does not give any specific details.

This is an example of a general statement that could serve as a topic sentence:

Gmd Thc Arabic ortEin of mnny English words is not always obubus

This sentence, on the other hand, is too specific to serve as a topic sentence:

Too Thc sLang erpression "so long" (m'eaning goodfue) is probabLy a
Specific corruptinn of the Arabic "salaam."

POSITION OF TOPIC SENTENCES
The topic sentence may be the first or last sentence in a paragraph. The topic

sentence may also be the first awl lzst sentence of the paragraph-"sandrvich-
style." A "sandwich-style" paragraph is especially helpful to your reader- if the
paragTaph is very long. The second topic sentenee in the "sandwich-style" para-
graph also serves as a concluding sentence.

Study the following three paragtaphs. Notice the different positions for the
topic sentence in each. The topic sentences are underlined.

Model 2: Position of topic rentences

Hurricanes
Hurricanes, which are also called cyclon These violent

stormffiand their winds can reach velocitis'of
seventy-five miles per hour or more. Furthermore' the strong winds and hearry rainfall
that accompany them can completely destroy a small town in a couple of hours. The
energy that is released by a hurricane in one day exceeds the total energ'y consumed by
humankind throughout the world in one year.

Synonyms

Synonyms, words that have the same basic.meqling, 4o notirl-waJs have-the s-aTe. 
.emoffiwords.,stingy''and..frugal''bothmean..carefulwith

mmeyfEoweverJo call a person stingy is an insult, while the word frugal has a much
more positive connotation*. Similarly, a person wants to be slender but not skinny. and
aggressive, but not pushy. T!9I9&I9.J9S "h"Sld-!g

velaities:speeds connolation: impliedmeaning
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Practice 1: Recognizing Topic Sentences
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Remember, the topic sentence indicates the main idea ofa paragraph and is the
most general statement in the paragraph.
STEP 1 Decide which of the following sentences is the topic sentence of the para-

graph.
STEP2 Write TS on the line next to that sentence
sTEP B Decide what order the supporting senLences should be in and number them

1,2, 3, and 4.

Paragraph 1

- 

a. Next, add antifreeze to your windshield washer fluid; otherwise, the
fluid will freeze and possibly break the container.

- 

b. First, put on snow tires if you plan to drive on snowy, icy roads very
often.

-c. 

Driving in winter, especially on snowy, icy roads, can be less trouble-
some if you take a few simple precautions*.

-d. 

Finally, it is also a good idea to carry tire chains, a can of spray to
unfreeze door locks and a windshield scraper in your car when driving
in winter weather.

- 

e. Second, check the amount of antifreeze in your radiator and add more if
necessary.

Paragraph 2

- 

a. Furthermore, researchers are continuing to work on the development of
an efficient, electrically powered automobile.

- 

b. Researchers in the automobile industry are experimenting with dif-
ferent types of engines and fuels as alternatives to the conventional
gasoline engines.

- 

c . One new type of engine, which burns diesel oil instead of gasoline, has
been available for several years.

- 

d. Finally, several automobile manufacturers are experimenting with
methanol, which is a mixture of gasoline and methyl alcohol, as an
automobile fuel.

- 

e. A second type is the gas turbine engine, which can use fuels made from
gasoline, diesel oil, kerosene, other petroleum distillatesr, or methanol.

distillate: a substance obtained from another
substance

precaution: advance action to prevent something
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Paragraph 3

- 
a. Later on. people began to write on pieces of leather, which were rolled

into scrolls.

- 

b. In the earliest times, people carved or painted messages on rocks.

- 

c. In the Middle Ages, heavy paper called parchment was used for writing;
books were laboriously copied by hand.

- 

d. With the invention of the printing press in the middle of the fifteenth
century, the modern printing industry was born.

-e. 

Some form of written communication has been used throughout the
centuries.

Paragraph 4

- 

a. If there had been a big storm on the day of a baby's birth, the baby might
have been named Thunder Cloud.

- 

b. American Indian names are very descriptive, for Indians were usually
named for a physical attribute, for an occurrence in nature. or for an
animal.

- 

c. Grey Eagle, Red Dog, Big Bear, and Spotted Wolf are examplc of
Indians named after animals.

- 

d. Indians with distinctive physical characteristics might be given such
names as Big Foot or Crooked Leg.

Paragraph 5

- 

a. For one thing, individual I.Q.* scores vary considerably.

- 

b. Many experts also question whether I.Q. scores are related to intelli-
gence.

- 

c. Furthermore, most psychoiogists agree that intelligence tests are bia,.edr
in favor of middle-class children.

- 

d. The validity* of standardized intelligence tests is being seriously ques-
tioned by educators and psychologists.

-e, 

In fact, motivation* seems to be just as important as intelligence in
determining a person's ability to learn.

l.Q.: Intelligence Quotient bia*d: prejudiced validity: truth
motivation: desire
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CONTROLLINC IDEA
mes enormous quantities of junk fod.

THE TWO PARTS OF A TOPIC SENTENCE
A topic sentence has two essential-parts: the ropic and the controiling idea. Thelopic names the subject or main idea of the parag raph.ihe controil irtg ideamakes aspecific comment about the topic, which indica-tes'*t uiir,u .".t "ili" p"i"ir"pr,will say about the topic. It limits or controls the topic to a specific 

".p..t ir ti,"-ioii.to be discussed in the space of a single purug."pi.

/a__rqPlc, . TcoNTROLLING tDEA
gnv9!19!99._qgdslare e3lyjg_plgpelg

.,^_Il !hj: 9,*"TgJ".,the. ropic is named: convenience foods. A specific comment ismen maoe aoou! the toplc: they are easy to prepare. From this sentence, the readerimmediately knows that the supporting sentences ln t-r-,l .u.uinaer of the pa"a-graph will explain or prove how a:jck and.easv it i. lo pr"p.." convenience foods,and perhaps give some examples lfrozen dinners, canri"A soups, "t".i.-'"--'""-''TOPIC CONTROLLING IDEA@""fl""r",
In this example, the topic is Am.erican-food. The controlling idea of this topicsentence is that Americans eat a lo.t_of food that originally ca." f.o--ot-lieicountries. Therefore, the reader-should exp-eet the parafraph-t" ;i"; ";;;pi;;;fpopular "foreign" foods such as frie 

_ 
rice (-chinese), iacJs trtexicanr, ,uu..6rul*(German), sukiyaki (Japanese), spaghetti (Italianl, anJ so on

,"^"t: ;|:: _.J^"ltj.'^llf,gpi. is the average American teenaser. The controllingloea aoour rhe toprc states thatthe. American teenager eats a lo1 0fjunt tooo. rtruslthe rest of the paragraph should.discuss the quantltie.-and typ".;i:""r.i""iiir?American teenagers eat (soft drinks, potato.t ip., .unJV Uari, etc.i

Practice 2: Identifying the parts of a Topic Sentence
circle the topic and underline the controlling idea in each of the following sen-tences.

Example Drivins on@_freeway/requires skill and alertness.
1. Driving in Tokyo requires nerves of steel*.
2. Driving in Tokyo requires an aggressive attitude.
3. Living in a dormitory helps foreign students improve their English faster.
4. Living in a dormitory helpg foreign students learn about American culturemore quickly.
5. Living in a dormitory may cause severe culture shock for some foreign stu-dents.

nenes of st€el very strong
nerves lidioml
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6. San Francisco is famous for its temperate climate.
7. San Francisco is well known for its many tourist attractions.
8. San Francisco has a great variety of ethnic* neighborhoods.
9. Meeting and making friends with Americans is a major problem for many

foreign students.
10. Communicating in English is a major problem for foreign students.
11. In my opinion, many teievision commercials are misleading.
L2. in the opinion of the nation's economic experts, the primary cause of inflation

is our dependence on imported oil.
13. A good topic sentence has two essential parts.
14. Owning a large automobile is quickly becoming an expensive luxury.

WRITING TOPIC SENTENCES: TWO REMINDERS

One: A topic sentence should be neither too general nor too specific. If it is too
general, the reader cannot tell exactly what the paragtaph is going to discuss lf it
is too specific, the writ€r may not have anything left to write about in the restofthe
paragraph.

Think of a topic sentent- like the name of a particular course on a restaurant
menu. When you order food in a restaurant, you want to knorv more about a
partieular course than just "meat" or "soup" or "salad." You want t-oknow gmeraLLy
what kind of salad it is. Potato salad? Mixed green salad? Fruit salad? You do not
necessarily want to know all of its ingredients.

Similarly, the reader of a paragraph wants toknow generallg u'hat to expec in
a paragraph; the reader does not want to learn all of the specific details in the first
sentence.

Too
general

Too
specific

Good

American food is terrible.
{

American food is tasteless and greasy because Americans use
too many canned, frozen, and prepackaged foods and because
everything is fried in oil or butter.
American food is tasteless and greasy.

Tm: Do not include too many unrelated ideas in your topic sentence; if you do,
your paragraph will not be unified.

Too many San Francisco is famous for its temperate climate, its many
ideas tourist attractions, and its cosmopolitan* atmosphere.

The three parts of this controlling idea are too unrelated for a single para-
graph. They would require three separate paragraphs.

Good San Francisco is famous for its many tourisi attractions.

ethnic: of different racial cosmopolitan: int€rnalional
and cultural backgrounds
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Practiee 3: Writing Topic Sentences
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A. Write a topic sentence for each of the following topics' Remember to include
both a topic (main idea) and a controlling idea.

Example
Topic: The effect(s) of television on children.
Topic Sentence: Television is harmful to children because it teaches them

violence as a waY of life.
or

Television retards a child's reading ability.
1. The effect(s) of smoking on a person's health.
2. The benefits of foreign travel.
3. The importance of a college education for your field of study (engineering,

medical technologv, art, business, etc.).
4. The cause(s) of a current problem in your country (or in the Unit€d States).
5. A cultural difference between your country and the United Stat€s.

B. Choose, either individually or with your classmates as a group, five additional
topics that interest you. Writ€ these topics in the spaces below. Then write
topic sentences for eaeh.

7.

8.
o

10.

The Concluding Sentence

Now that you know how to write a good topic sentence for a paragraph, you
should also learn how to write a good concluding sentence. A concluding sentence is
not absolutely necessary, but it is very often helpful to the reader beeause it signals
the end of the paragraph and because it reminds him/her ofyour important points.

A concluding sentence serves three purpo*s:
1. It signals the end of the paragraph. (Use an end'of-paragraph signal such

as "In conclusion," "In summary," "Finally," etc.)
It summarizes the main points of the paragraph.
It gives a final comment on your topic and leaves the reader with the most
important ideas to think about.

,
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The examples belorv demonstrate two different types of concluding sentences.
The first one paraphrase! the topic sentence; i.e.,* the concluding sentence repeats
the main idea of the topic sentence in different words. The second example sum-
marizes the two main points of the paragraph, which were not specifically stated in
the topic sentence.

Model 3: Concluding wnt€nces

Synonyms

Synonyms, words that have the same basic mealingr dq not 3!Ya{s have +e saBg
emotffids..stingy''and..frugal''bothmean..carefui
wliFffJt=ndeyfEowever. to call a person stingy is an insult, while the word frugal has
a much more positive connotation. Similarly. a person wants to be slender but not
skinny, and aggressive but not pushy. @

Gold

Gold. a precious meral. is prized for two import?nt c-lr.aracFristic:' First,of all'
goldffim|tocorrosion.Therefore.itissuitabIefor
jlwelry, coins, and ornamental purposes. Gold never needs to be polished and t'ill
remain beautiful forever. For example, a Macedonian coin remains as untarnished
today as the day it was minted twenty-three centuries ago. Another important
characteristic of gold is its usefuiness to industry and science. For many 1"ears. it has
been used in hundreds oi industrial applications. The most recent use of gold is in
astronauts' suits. Astronauts wear gold-plated heat shields for protection outside the
spaceship. In conclusion, gold is treasured not only for its beauty, but aiso for its utility.

Practice 4: Writing Concluding Sentences

STEP t Underline the topic sentence in each paragraph'
sTEP 2 Determine the main idea of each paragraph'
iiei i naa a good concluding sentence to each. You may either paraphrase the

topic sentence or summarize the main points'
srEP r Begin each concluding sentence with an end-of-paragraph signal'

Paragrraph 1

you can reduce gas consumption in your car by careful driving and good maintenance
Don't speed. Gas consumption is about l0 percent higher at 60 miles per hour than at
50 miles per hour and even greater at higher speeds. Avoid fast stops and stalts because
they weai your tires out in addition to using a lot of gas. Check your tire pressure often
because underinflated tires reduce gas mileage considerably. Get your car tuned up
regularly because an inefficiently operating engine results in inefficient fuel consump
tlon.

i.e.: that is (from fie Latin abbreviation id rsa)


